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GETTING CONNECTED:
Finding Literacy Resources
in the Common Core Era
By Serena J. Salloum, Susanna L. Benko,
and Emily M. Hodge

Abstract
The authors provide practical, evidence-based advice for teachers and educational leaders looking for
helpful curricular and professional resources that support students’ literacy development in the era of the
Common Core State Standards.
Key words: administration/supervision, curriculum, instruction, language arts education, secondary
education

120

T

he familiar saying “It takes a village to
raise a child” is especially true when it
comes to how teachers learn and collaborate to support students’ literacy
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development. These collaborations, often called
professional learning communities, involve teachers
looking to a variety of people and places for guidance on how to improve students’ literacy skills.
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Table 1. Organizations That Sponsor CCSS Resources

These communities may include classmates from
teacher preparation programs, colleagues within
schools and districts, and professionals connected
through social media such as Pinterest, Facebook,
or Twitter (Carpenter & Krutka, 2015).
These villages of professional learners are critical in the era of the Common Core State Standards
(CCSS). Teachers across states may now be using
the same standards—and perhaps even the same
resources—although their classrooms are hundreds
of miles apart. Teachers can be a part of a professional village in which they are connected by a
shared set of standards. Our purpose for this article
is to provide practical, evidence-based advice for
teachers and educational leaders to find helpful
curricular and professional resources that support
students’ literacy development.
As university faculty who work with teachers
and school leaders, we have researched the ways
that state English/Language Arts (ELA) coordinators
are connecting teachers to ideas and to one another
through the resources they provide on state websites. Here we describe our findings after analyzing
the types of resources states were providing for ELA
teachers and the implications these findings have
for educators, school leaders, districts, and states
that are seeking to improve students’ literacy skills.

Connecting in a Common Core Era
To learn about how states are connecting teachers with different types of resources, we examined
websites from state departments of education,
looking for web pages with ELA resources for state
standards. During the 2015–2016 school year, we
collected and coded more than 2,000 curricular
and instructional resources for secondary ELA.
These resources all were created or sponsored
by an organization (e.g., National Council of
Teachers of English [NCTE], Student Achievement
Partners, Teaching Channel) or a state department
of education. In collecting these resources, we
had two goals: first, to understand the variety of
organizations to which states were turning for ELA
resources; and second, to understand the content
of the resources themselves (Hodge, Salloum, &
Benko, 2016).

Number of
states linking
to org.

Percent of
states linking
to org.

Council of Chief State School Officers

30

58.8

National Governors Association

25

49.0

Student Achievement Partners

24

47.1

International Literacy Association

17

33.3

Achieve, Inc.

16

31.4

National Council of Teachers of English

16

31.4

Council of the Great City Schools

15

29.4

Public Broadcasting Service

14

27.5

Teaching Channel

14

27.5

National Association of State Boards of
Education

13

23.5

We found that secondary ELA resources were
created by 313 different organizations and state departments of education. The top 10 organizations to
which states are linked are shown in Table 1. Two of
these organizations are membership organizations focused on language and literacy: International Literacy
Association (ILA) and NCTE. Other organizations in
the top 10 are groups of state-level leaders (National
Governors Association, Council of Chief State School
Officers [CCSSO], & National Association of State
Boards of Education); a policy organization (Achieve,
Inc.); an association of urban districts (Council of the
Great City Schools); Public Broadcasting Service;
and two organizations that aim to build teacher
knowledge (Student Achievement Partners & Teaching Channel). Student Achievement Partners was
founded by three of the lead authors of the CCSS,
and its website offers lesson plans and professional
development in line with the authors’ view of how the
standards should be implemented (Hodge & Benko,
2014). Teaching Channel offers videos for teachers
to support their learning about various topics or to
use in professional learning communities.
We were also curious about the content of the
resources, so we coded each resource along three
dimensions. The first dimension was category: Was
the resource practical like a lesson or unit plan, or
conceptual like an article or professional development module? As illustrated in Table 2, nearly 54%
of the resources were conceptual in nature, meaning
that states may have been trying to help teachers
understand the nature of the new standards. The
second dimension was type: Resources were coded
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Table 2. Resource Categories, Types, and Emphases
Total resources
N=2000
Frequency

Percent

Practical

350

17.5

Conceptual

1075

53.8

Both

367

18.4

Other

208

10.4

Article/report

154

7.7

Collection

484

24.2

Curriculum guidelines

299

15.0

Homepage

229

11.5

Instructional aid—small
(e.g., lesson plan)

143

7.1

Instructional aid—large
(e.g., unit plan)

114

5.7

Professional development

308

15.4

Standards document

180

9.0

Student work

33

1.7

Other

56

2.8

Reading

235

11.8

Writing

160

8.0

Listening/speaking

20

1.0

English language arts

895

44.8

Non-English language arts

690

34.5

Resource category

Resource type

Resource emphasis

as instructional aids (a resource meant to be used
for classroom instruction, like an activity or unit
plan); standards documents (a resource with lists of
state standards); curriculum guidelines (a resource
providing information about designing curriculum
to meet the standards); and other types. The largest
proportion of the resource type was coded as “collection,” or a web link that led to many other web
links (see Table 2). Examples of student work made
up the smallest proportion of the ELA resources.
The third coding dimension was emphasis: Did the
resource focus on reading, writing, listening/speaking, or multiple domains of ELA; or was it a general
resource not specifically focused on ELA? Most of the
122
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resources were classified as ELA resources, meaning
that they included elements of reading, writing,
speaking, or listening. The next largest proportion
(34.5%) was not specific to ELA; among these resources, for example, were K-W-L charts that could
be used across any discipline.
Although our study focused on the resources
state education officials provided on official websites, we also observed state ELA coordinators using
social media or other websites in innovative ways to
create learning communities within their states. For
example, while Oklahoma provides some standards
resources on its official site, the state also uses a
WordPress site—ELAOKteachers.com—as a hub for
providing information to Oklahoma ELA teachers.
To encourage connections among teachers, Oklahoma also sponsors a Facebook group with more
than 3,000 members, encourages conversation
on Twitter using the #ELAOK hashtag, and sends
a weekly report email to subscribers. Finally, Oklahoma supports teacher learning through creating
and posting infographics, podcasts on topics such
as multimodal literacies and the experience of going
to the Conference on English Leadership, and professional development modules. We also recognize
that many states likely support teachers in ways
that were not visible to us, such as email listservs
or monthly newsletters that may not be posted on
state websites.
Our examination of state resources has implications for how leaders can identify high-quality,
helpful resources to use in professional learning
communities in their schools. We also describe how
educators can find high-quality resources for their
own classroom use. In addition, our findings speak
to the importance of leaders and teachers considering the voices and messages being sent about ELA
instruction through professional resources.

How Leaders Can Find Helpful ELA/
Literacy Resources
We noticed a variety of ways that information
was organized on states’ websites, leading us to
wonder about how easy state resources are for
teachers to find. While some research indicates
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that teachers view state websites as helpful sources
of information about standards (Kane, Owens,
Marinell, Thal, & Staiger, 2016), if teachers cannot
find resources on state websites, it is unlikely that
they will see state websites as useful. Similarly, if
states build databases of materials or large collections that cannot be easily sorted or sifted, these
collections are less beneficial to teachers. These
considerations are important for educators at multiple levels. At the state level, state ELA coordinators might consider where resources are located
and how easy they are to find. At the district and
school level, educators in roles such as coaches
or department chairs often search for, filter, and
collate resources for teachers; thus, educators
should also consider the best ways to do this for
their schools—whether that is through newsletters, websites, social media, or some other form
of connecting teachers with information.
In addition, our findings suggest that it is
important for leaders to consider a balance in the
types of resources provided for teachers. In our
work, we saw states providing significantly more
conceptual resources—resources that explained
various aspects of the CCSS, such as text complexity—than practical resources, or resources that
were immediately usable in the classroom. It is
important to build understanding and to provide
resources that help teachers apply these ideas in
the classroom. Providing only practical resources
like lesson or unit plans has a downside as well,
however, because these types of resources may
not build teacher understanding about standards.
Ideally, leaders will offer a balance of both types
of resources: informational resources that support
teacher learning, and practical resources that teachers may use or adapt in their instruction.
Relatedly, leaders can facilitate professional
learning by providing sets of resources on a single
topic. For example, if a leader wanted to build
teacher capacity around higher-order thinking in
the classroom, the leader could select several resources of different types. One such set, made up
of resources we identified during our study, might
include the Framework for Success in Postsecondary

Writing, a report sponsored by the Council of Writing Program Administrators, NCTE, and National
Writing Project (NWP, 2011), which describes the
writing skills and habits of mind necessary for college success, coupled with a video from Teaching
Channel on higher-order questions. Leaders might
use these resources to facilitate a professional learning community conversation about what these recommendations look like in theory and in practice,
the extent to which these resources offer the same
recommendations for curriculum and instruction,
and how these resources might be used within
specific classroom contexts.
We also noticed varying degrees of the overall
coherence of the information being presented to
teachers. For example, during the period of our
data collection, the Vermont Agency of Education provided more than 100 CCSS resources
for ELA teachers. Based on these materials, ELA
coordinators in Vermont seemed to purposefully
connect multiple state initiatives like the CCSS
and project-based learning. In addition, these
resources seemed designed to be used to build
teachers’ knowledge about these state initiatives.
For example, the monthly “Essential Practices
for Instruction” newsletters addressed the seven
capacities of literate individuals drawn from the
CCSS (e.g., value evidence, understand perspectives and cultures, use technology). These monthly
newsletters each focused on one of these capacities, combining video resources with questions for
professional learning communities. Shortly after
our data collection was complete, the Vermont
Agency of Education reorganized its website and
deleted many of these resources—demonstrating
that another consideration for leaders providing
resources for teachers is ensuring the stability of
the links provided.
State web pages included a wide range of messages about ELA instruction aligned with the CCSS.
Our prior work suggested that the lead authors of
the CCSS perceived “CCSS instruction” differently
than other authors in ELA and literacy (Hodge &
Benko, 2014), so we were encouraged that some
states, such as North Carolina, provided resources
KAPPA DELTA PI RECORD • JULY–SEPT 2017 123

Literary Resources
that represented a wide variety of authors and
perspectives about CCSS instruction. For example, North Carolina created a collection of
resources using LiveBinder, where the resources
were organized around more than 30 topics.
Resources about reading were then organized
into subtopics like academic vocabulary, close
reading, text complexity, text-dependent questions, and informational reading. Within this
collection of materials on reading instruction,
North Carolina included pieces from a variety
of authors and organizations. For example,
included were articles and texts from teacher–
authors such as Kelly Gallagher and Teri Lesesne,
resources from the Teachers College Reading
and Writing Project, and links to resources from
organizations more closely tied to CCSS reform
efforts (e.g., text sets from CCSSO). We were
encouraged to see resources that represented
multiple perspectives, as we think it may be
dangerous to provide too narrow a vision of
CCSS-related resources, especially if the majority
of those resources are not sponsored by literacy
organizations or by authors who have professional backgrounds in literacy.
However, while we believe it is important to
provide a variety of interpretations of the CCSS,
it also seems important that these messages are
internally consistent or, if there is controversy, to
acknowledge the controversy. For example, state
officials in North Carolina realized the controversy behind text selection and text complexity
(Pearson, 2013) and issued an official statement
advocating for the role of complex texts and
grade-appropriate reading “in order to gain
fluency, joy of reading, build knowledge about
the world, and accelerate toward higher levels
of complexity” (North Carolina Department of
Public Instruction, 2011). This seemed to us to be
an example of how a state could take a position
and help direct the conversation about standards
implementation. In a similar way, we encourage
educators in leadership roles to think about how
recommended resources reflect district policy and
school-level philosophy, and fit amongst teachers,
teams, and students.
124
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It is important for leaders to examine the
authors and sponsoring organizations of any
literacy-related resources they recommend to
teachers. Just as we guide our students in determining whether a website is credible when
doing research, we should also ask ourselves on
what grounds various authors are making recommendations for literacy instruction and whether
or not we trust the credentials of the resources’
authors or sponsoring organizations. Although
it seems to go without saying that professional
organizations that are literacy-based should be
important sources of information, our analyses
did not show these organizations as frequently
mentioned—for example, NCTE was linked to by
only 15 states. Although these organizations are
typically member-based, they also provide many
free resources available to any teacher regardless
of his or her membership status. For instance,
NCTE provides resources such as its blog and position statements, and the International Literacy
Association (ILA) provides similar resources. NCTE
and ILA also co-sponsor free lesson plans through
ReadWriteThink.org. Literacy organizations know
that teachers and leaders look to them to provide
perspectives on teaching; those in leadership
roles should consider the extent to which they
point teachers to such organizations. It seems
critical to us that educational leaders look to
organizations whose primary foci are on issues
around literacy, advocacy, and research-based
best practices in reading and writing, rather
than organizations primarily focused on one set
of standards.

How Teachers Can Find Helpful ELA/
Literacy Resources
Many of the things that we believe teachers should consider when locating classroom
resources are similar to the considerations for
leaders described earlier. As we recommend
for leaders, we also recommend that teachers
consider the organization or individuals who
created the resource when making decisions
about whether or not the resource is appropriate for their own classroom use. For example,
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EngageNY.org has an extensive collection of free
CCSS units, but many of those units focus heavily
on close reading. While the CCSS mention “reading closely,” these units could suggest to teachers
that students’ personal experience does not have
a place in the classroom, which we believe is a
narrow view of reading instruction.
We also recommend that teachers look at the
resources from the professional literacy organizations—NWP, NCTE, and ILA. These organizations
broadly support teachers’ professional learning
and are not tied to particular reforms. In contrast,
policy organizations like CCSSO and NGA that
spearheaded the CCSS are likely to provide more
informational resources without a clear connection to the classroom. We suggest that teachers
keep in mind that some organizations founded
to support common core instruction may have
different advice about what ELA instruction looks
like than general literacy organizations. Therefore,
we suggest that teachers choose resources from
multiple sources that are in line with their needs,
their students’ needs, and their beliefs about ELA
instruction, and always feel free to adapt materials
to their current contexts.
There are many places that teachers can
look for free standards resources other than their
own state department of education website,
though that is a good place to start. Because so
many states have the same or similar standards,
teachers can look to most state departments
of education websites, even those outside of
their own state. In particular, we recommend
the expository writing units provided by the
Hawaii Department of Education, which were
written in collaboration with Hawaii teachers
and university faculty. The Idaho State Department of Education partnered closely with the
Boise State Writing Project to develop many
CCSS resources. Many states also have created
databases of curricular resources that a teacher
from any state can search.
Locating resources on state websites can be
challenging, particularly because states change
their website content and organization without
warning, and because states organize the infor-

mation on their websites differently. However,
we recommend looking for pages with headings such as “Tools for Teachers,” “Professional
Development,” or “Curricular Resources.” Also,
we strongly encourage teachers to download
resources that they find valuable because there
is no guarantee that the resources will remain
available in the same place.

Closing Thoughts
We see all educators—including teachers and
teacher leaders, school leaders, district leaders,
and state literacy leaders—as critical members of
a teaching village for improving students’ literacy.
As a result of studying state-provided ELA resources, we encourage all educators to think carefully about the kinds of resources they share with
one another, the way those in leadership roles
organize information they provide to teachers,
the coherence of information that is presented,
and the authors and organizations sponsoring
the resources. Using these four aspects to guide
resource selection allows educators to ensure that
the literacy-based resources they share connect
teachers with information that will provide them
with opportunities to learn and expand their professional knowledge. A connected community is
a stronger community, and we all benefit when
we thoughtfully share resources.
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